Documentary Review – Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.
Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret (2011), a Channel 4 BAFTA winning documentary follows the attempt of a team, lead by Archaeological Chemist Stephen Buckley to mummify Alan Billis a taxi driver from Torquay. It explains the process of the experiment from advertisement to completion and shows the steps of mummification. Buckley based his theories on chemical analysis, experimentation on pig’s legs and the x-rays of Queen Tiye of the 18th Dynasty. The x-rays showed salt crystals in the tissues which cannot be achieved by just covering the body in salt, this had previously been assumed to be the method (Veiga, 2012). Instead, Buckley proposed a natron bath, with Alan he was able to prove this approach successful, submerging Alan for thirty-five days after the removal of organs (excluding the brain) and covering him in a mixture of beeswax and oils to protect his skin. The documentary also explores Alan and his families’ feelings towards his mummification, Alan talks on his understanding of death and Jan (his wife) on her feelings after his death when viewing his mummified body. This documentary is not confined to the academic sphere and would be of interest to anyone with scientific, Egyptological or general interest in life after death. Mummifying Alan raises many questions surrounding approaches to death and the handling of deceased people.
It is made clear throughout the documentary that Alan gave full consent for this experiment to go ahead and felt he would have no attachment to his body after his death. Alan valued the scientific progress in the understanding of mummification and states that it is a “shame” that he would not be around to see it. Alan’s terminal diagnosis of lung cancer may have forced him to face his mortality. Seeing the advertisement for a volunteer in the paper presented him an opportunity to give back in death. The specification of someone with a terminally ill diagnosis invites difficulties, this is something that the executive producer Gillian Mosely felt, many people involved had grown attached to Alan stating it was the “hardest thing” in her career being “conflicted between wanting him to live and the needs of the project” (Broadcast, 2012). 
Kaufmann and Rühli (2010) acknowledge the issues more widely with mummified remains including the right to medical privacy, individual rights including integrity and dignity and the peace of the deceased. Alan consented to the creation of this documentary, however some scenes such as the removal of his internal organs seems to serve mainly to shock the audience by including close ups and sound, rather than focusing on addressing the difficulties of the Ancient Egyptian methodology. This is an invasion of privacy that has no benefits to be televised, it does nothing to further knowledge, an explanation with the internal organs blurred would have sufficed. Alan highlighted his view that education and learning is important, despite this it is vital to remember that human beings are ‘not just a means to broader social ends’ (Kaufmann and Rühli, 2010, pp.609). 
Another area that is explored throughout the documentary is the impact on Alan’s family, especially his wife Jan. Jan explains that she was only made aware of Alan’s plan after he had phoned to volunteer and that it did not come as much of a surprise and was in character for Alan. Alan himself spoke on legacy and how he hopes his grandchildren will take pride in his decision, telling others that their granddad is a Pharoh (BBC, 2011). Jan believed that Alan being part of this experiment was no different than him being buried or cremated. Jan decided that she wanted to see Alan and give him drawings from his grandkids and was pleased that he seemed at peace and like he was asleep. The consent of families in these situations is crucial as they are the ones living with the loss (Jones and Whitaker 2013 and Kaufmann and Rühli, 2010).
What is not adequately addressed within the documentary is what the future holds for Alan, and how his wishes would be protected through time. Alan is currently housed at Gordon Museum and will continue to be available for research purposes (King’s College London, unknown). Is it possible to maintain a record of his wishes and personhood for the hundreds or thousands of years Buckley is assured his mummified remains will survive? Does that matter if Alan viewed his body as unimportant to him after death? Can his future descendants decide that they wish to bury of cremate him? The questions that linger around the future of Alan are discussions that are happening both in Egyptology and Archaeology more broadly, which centre on ownership. Who owns human remains and how should they be handled?
Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret follows the process of mummifying Alan Billis from Torquay. It addresses some of the larger issues surrounding the handling of mummified remains and explores the impact of death on the person and family. It highlights the importance of people like Alan who donate their bodies to science and how Alan viewed death, with a lack of attachment to his physicality but with significance placed on legacy. This documentary compels those who watch it to consider their own position on what happens after death and how one would want their body to be handled. Whilst the success of the experiment is a huge step in understanding the mummification process, the documentary serves a broader purpose of opening and facilitating discussions around death and the treatment of human bodies. This is a discussion that will continue in many fields including science, archaeology and Egyptology and is not a discussion that will easily reach a conclusion, as it is based on individual understandings of death.
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